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Scales of Western Music

Infroduction: A Guide to This Report

This report surveys the scales and modes employed in Western art music across
seven historical periods, from the Medieval era (500-1400) through the Neo-
Classical period (1200-1950). It is designed to serve both as a comprehensive
reference and as a narrative history of how Western composers organized pitch
— and how those choices changed, disappeared, and returned across more
than fifteen centuries.

How to Read the Scale Status Ratings

Each scale or mode entry concludes with a status rating indicating its role in the
compositional practice of that period. Four ratings are used throughout this
report:

= Primary — The scale or mode served as a structural foundation of the period's
compositional language. Composers did not choose it for coloristic or exoftic
effect; it was the framework within which they worked. If you removed it, the
music of the period would be unrecognizable.

» Secondary — The scale or mode played a meaningful supporting role. It was
used purposefully and with intent, but it was subordinate to the primary scalar
resources. Think of it as a deliberate choice, not a default.

= Occasional — The scale or mode appeared in specific works for specific
expressive effects. It was not a structural element. Its presence is notable
precisely because it departs from the period's norms.

» Absent — The scale or mode had no meaningful presence in the mainstream
Western art music of this period. Its absence may be as historically significant as
its presence in other periods.

Period Definitions

The seven periods covered in this report are: Medieval (500-1400), Renaissance
(1400-1600), Baroque (1600-1750), Classical (1750-1820), Romantic (1820-1200),
Impressionist (1875-1925), and Neo-Classical (1900-1950). Note that the
Impressionist and Neo-Classical periods overlap chronologically: both represent
aesthetic movements rather than strict femporal divisions. Debussy and
Stravinsky were contemporaries; what separates them in this survey is the
aesthetic orientation of their music, not the year of composition.
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Scope of This Survey

This report covers Western art music: the literate, notated compositional fradition
of Europe and its derivatives. It does not systematically cover folk music, popular
music, jazz, or non-Western traditions, though these appear occasionally when
they directly influenced the art music tradition under discussion. The survey ends
at approximately 1950, before the proliferation of serial, spectral, and electronic
compositional languages that would require an entirely different analytical
framework.

A Note on Interval Formula Notation

Throughout this report, interval formulas appear in the format W (whole step =
two semitones), H (half step = one semitone), and A (augmented second =
three semitones). These formulas describe the step pattern ascending from the
first degree of the scale. A major scale, for instance, reads W-W-H-W-W-W-H. A
scale formula is the single most efficient way to understand why a scale sounds
the way it does: the position of its half steps determines its character, its tension,
and its relationship to every other scale in the Western system.

Chapter 1: Medieval Period (500-1400)

Overview

The Medieval period represents the foundational era of Western music theory,
during which the systematic organization of pitch into modes provided the
framework for nearly a millennium of sacred and secular composition. The
theoretical edifice of the eight church modes, combined with the hexachord
system and the emerging practice of musica ficta, established the scalar
vocabulary from which all subsequent Western tonal practice would evolve.

1.1 The Eight Church (Ecclesiastical) Modes

The foundation of Medieval modal practice consisted of eight diatonic modes,
organized into four authentic-plagal pairs. Each pair shared the same final (the
note on which the melody concludes) but differed in ambitus (range) and the
placement of the reciting tone (tenor or dominant).

Mode | — Dorian (Authentic)

The Dorian mode, built on D with the interval pattern W-H-W-W-W-H-W, was
among the most frequently employed modes in plainchant. Its final was D, with
A as the reciting tone. The mode's characteristic sound—a natural minor quality
with a raised sixth degree—gave it a solemn yet flexible character suitable for a
wide range of liturgical texts.
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Why it sounds this way: The Dorian is a natural minor scale with a single raised
degree — the sixth. This raised sixth prevents the downward pull that gives pure
natural minor its melancholic weight, creating an emotional ambiguity that is
neither triumphant nor despairing. It is the raised sixth that gives the Dorian its
characteristic quality of restrained nobility.

Musical Function: Primary mode for responsorial chants, Graduals, and
Antiphons in the Gregorian repertory. Frequently used for both syllabic and
melismatic settings.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Léonin (fl. c.1150-1201): Organum compositions in the Magnus Liber Organi for
Notre-Dame Cathedral services

- Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179): Various antiphons and responsories from the
Symphonia armonie celestium revelationum

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Mode Il — Hypodorian (Plagal)

The Hypodorian shared the same final (D) as the Dorian but with F as the reciting
tone and a range centered below the final. Its plagal orientation made it
suitable for more restrained liturgical settings.

Musical Function: Used in processional and antiphonal chant, particularly for
texts requiring a more contained melodic profile.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

Mode Il — Phrygian (Authentic)

Built on E with the interval pattern H-W-W-W-H-W-W, the Phrygian mode is
distinguished by the characteristic half-step between the first and second
degrees. This opening semitone gives the mode a somber, contemplative
quality that made it especially prized for penitential and meditative liturgical
contexts.

Why it sounds this way: The Phrygian is the only diatonic mode that begins with a
half step. Where all other modes begin with a whole step — a relatively open
interval — the Phrygian’s initial semitone creates an immediate sense of weight
and constraint. The melody is narrowed from the very first note, as if pressing
downward. This one structural difference accounts for nearly everything the
Phrygian mode feels like.
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Musical Function: Widely used in sacred music and plainchant; its distinctive
half-step opening creates an immediately recognizable character.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Hildegard von Bingen: Exploited the Phrygian mode effectively in liturgical
compositions, using its somber quality for visionary and mystical texts

- Various Office Responsories throughout the medieval liturgical cycle

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Mode IV — Hypophrygian (Plagal)

The Hypophrygian shared E as its final with G as the reciting tone. Its plagal form
was used more conservatively in the chant repertory.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

Mode V — Lydian (Authentic)

The Lydian mode, built on F with the pattern W-W-W-H-W-W-H, features the
distinctive raised fourth degree (the tritone above the final). This bright, luminous
character made it suitable for celebratory and triumphant liturgical occasions.

Musical Function: Used in sacred and secular medieval music for texts expressing
joy. triumph, or spiritual exaltation.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Hildegard von Bingen: Employed Mode V for celebratory sections, notably in
Ordo Virtutum for the Victory character's musical expression

- Various Alleluia settings in the Gregorian repertory

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Mode VI — Hypolydian (Plagal)

Sharing F as its final with A as the reciting tone, the Hypolydian was the plagal
companion to the Lydian. Less extensively documented in surviving manuscripts
than its authentic counterpart.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.
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Mode VII — Mixolydian (Authentic)

Built on G with the pattern W-W-H-W-W-H-W, the Mixolydian mode features a
lowered seventh degree compared to the major scale. This creates a sound
that bridges the ecclesiastical modal system and the later major tonality, with a
slightly less stable quality than the lonian.

Why it sounds this way: The Mixolydian is a major scale with one lowered degree
— the seventh. This is exactly the degree that, in the major scale, creates the
leading tone: the note a half step below the tonic that pulls urgently upward
toward resolution. The Mixolydian removes that urgency. Without a leading
tone, the mode cannot form a dominant seventh chord in the traditional sense,
giving it a relaxed, modal openness — the quality that makes it the
characteristic scale of folk music, Celtic melody, and rock harmony to this day.

Musical Function: Frequently employed for plainchant Alleluias, Graduals, and
polyphonic works from the Notre-Dame school. Its affinity with what would later
become maijor tonality made it one of the most versatile modes.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Pérotin (fl. ¢.1190-1220): Polyphonic settings including Viderunt omnes (1198)
and Sederunt principes (1198)

- Various Alleluia and Gradual settings in the Gregorian repertory

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Mode VIl — Hypomixolydian (Plagal)

The plagal counterpart of the Mixolydian, sharing G as its final. Used less
frequently than the authentic form.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

A Note on Authentic and Plagal Modes:

Each of the four primary modes exists in two forms: the authentic mode (ranging
approximately one octave above the final) and the plagal mode (ranging from
a fourth below the final to a fifth above it). Both forms share the same final — the
pitch on which melodies conclude — but the different ambitus (range)
fundamentally changes the melodic character. The plagal form is more
contained and infroverted; the authentic form more open and expansive. The
reciting tone (the pitch on which a chant most naturally settles mid-phrase) also
differs: the Dorian’s reciting tone is A, while the Hypodorian's is F. These
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distinctions are not theoretical abstractions. In performance, a chant in the
Hypodorian is a genuinely different experience from one in the Dorian —
different vocal register, different melodic center of gravity, different emotional
inflection.

1.2 The Hexachord System

Guido d'Arezzo (c.991-1050) revolutionized music pedagogy through the
hexachord system, which became foundational for practical music instruction
across Medieval Europe. The hexachord consists of six notes arranged in the
pattern whole-whole-half-whole-whole (C-D-E-F-G-A), with solmization syllables
derived from the hymn Ut queant laxis: Ut, Re, Mi, Fa, Sol, La.

Three hexachord types covered the complete gamut: the hexachordum
naturale (on C), the hexachordum durum (on G, with B-natural), and the
hexachordum molle (on F, with B-flat). The system's emphasis on the semitone
placement between mi and fa made explicit the intervallic relationships
governing modal function.

The hexachord system remained the standard pedagogical framework from the
11th through the 17th century and influenced the modern solfege syllables still
used in contemporary music education. The Guidonian hand, a mnemonic
device mapping the hexachord system onto the joints of the left hand, became
one of the most enduring pedagogical tools in Western music history.

Scale Status — In this period, this system served as the primary theoretical and
pedagogical framework for understanding and teaching pitch — foundational
to musical education across Europe.

1.3 Musica Ficta

Musica ficta ("fictitious music”) refers to the performance practice of adding
unwritten chromatic alterations—sharps, flats, and naturals—to pitches outside
the standard hexachordal system. Emerging in the late 12th century and
growing increasingly important through the 14th and 15th centuries, musica ficta
served two primary functions: causa necessitatis (for necessity, particularly to
avoid the tritone interval known as diabolus in musica) and causa pulchritudinis
(for beauty, to enhance harmonic color and melodic elegance).

The practice reflects the inherent tension between theoretical purity and
practical musicianship. Medieval scribes gradually developed the symbols we
now recognize as sharp, flat, and natural signs specifically to notate these
chromatic alterations, making musica ficta the origin point of modern
accidental notation.

Scale Status — From the 13th century onward, this practice became a primary
feature of compositional language; earlier in the period it played a secondary,
more cautious role.
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1.4 Pentatonic Scales

Some medieval plainchants incorporate pentatonic (five-note) collections,
particularly in early Gregorian chant where archaic melodic patterns may
preserve pre-modal musical tfraditions. However, this usage was sporadic and
unsystematic. The heptatonic (seven-note) church modes thoroughly
dominated formal liturgical and compositional practice.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.

1.5 Key Theorists

Anicius Boethius (c.480-525): His De Institutione Musica (c.520), drawing from
Pythagorean, Platonic, and Aristotelian sources, established the mathematical
foundations of Western music theory and remained the definitive university text
through the 19th century.

Hucbald of Saint-Amand (c.840-930): His De harmonica institutione systematized
the scale system and established standardized modal terminology.

Anonymous, *Musica Enchiriadis (9th century): The first surviving document to
establish rules for polyphony in Western art music, using Daseian notation and a
tetrachord-based scale structure.

Guido d'Arezzo (c.991-1050): Developer of the hexachord system, solmization,
and the Guidonian hand.

Marchetto da Padova (fl. ¢.1305-1319): His Lucidarium in arte musice plane and
Pomerium refined the understanding of modal ranges and advanced notation
for the Italian Ars Nova.

Franco of Cologne (fl. c.1250-1280): His Ars cantus mensurabilis systematized
mensural notation, and his theoretical framework distinguished melodic modes
from rhythmic modes.

1.6 Representative Secular Composers

Guillaume de Machaut (c.1300-1377): The master of 14th-century Ars Nova
composed polyphonic ballades, rondeaux, and the Messe de Nostre Dame—
the first complete polyphonic Mass setting attributable to a single composer. His
work demonstrates sophisticated modal and rhythmic integration in both sacred
and secular contexts.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 1: Medieval Period

Work: Pérotin: Viderunt omnes (1198) — four-voice organum for the Feast of
the Circumcision

Listen for: The world’s first known example of four-voice polyphony. Listen for
the extraordinary held notes (organa purae) in the tenor while three upper
voices weave elaborate melismatic lines above them — all organized within
the Mixolydian mode. This is the moment Western music became vertical.

Search YouTube: Perotin Viderunt omnes early music

1.7 The Locrian Mode — The Deliberate Exile

Of the seven diatonic modes possible within a single octave on the white keys,
only one was explicitly refused admission to the theoretical system: the mode
built on B, which later theorists would name the Locrian. Glareanus
acknowledged its existence in the Dodecachordon (1547) but excluded it from
his twelve official modes. Medieval theorists before him had been equally
dismissive. The reason was acoustical and structural: unlike every other diatonic
mode, the Locrian mode has a diminished fifth — not a perfect fifth — above its
final.

Interval Pattern; H-W-W-H-W-W-W

This single interval makes all the difference. Every other mode offers a stable
perfect fifth above the tonic — the most consonant interval in Western tuning —
which can anchor melodic and harmonic motion and provide a satisfying sense
of resolution. The Locrian offers instead the tritone (F-B in C major), the very
interval that medieval theorists called the diabolus in musica — the devil in
music. A mode built on the devil’'s interval cannot provide a stable foundation
for sacred composition. It cannot cadence convincingly. It cannot rest.

The exclusion of the Locrian was not an oversight but a principled decision. It
reveals something important about how the entire modal system was
constructed: not as a value-neutral catalogue of available pitch collections, but
as a carefully curated set of acoustically stable frameworks suitable for liturgical
and compositional use. The Locrian was not rejected because it was
theoretically impossible — it was rejected because it was practically useless to
medieval and Renaissance composers working within a tonal aesthetic that
demanded clarity of final and stability of range.

The mode remained largely dormant until the 20th century, when composers
including Bartdk, Stravinsky, and later practitioners of jazz theory began
exploiting Locrian sonorities deliberately — precisely for their inherent instability,

10
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their refusal to resolve, and the eerie ambiguity that made them so unsuitable
for a thousand years of sacred music.

Scale Status — Excluded from the official modal system throughout the
Medieval and Renaissance periods. Theoretically acknowledged but deemed
compositionally unusable due to the diminished fifth above the final — the only
case in Western music history of a complete diatonic mode being officially
banned from practice.

Chapter 2: Renaissance Period (1400-14600)

Overview

The Renaissance withessed the most significant transformation in Western scale
theory since the establishment of the church modes: the expansion of the
modal system from eight to twelve modes, the gradual emergence of major-
minor tonality, and pioneering experiments in chromaticism that would presage
the harmonic revolutions of later centuries. Throughout this period, the tension
between modal fradition and tonal innovation defined the evolution of scale
usage.

2.1 The Expanded Modal System: Glareanus's Twelve Modes

The most important theoretical development of the Renaissance was Henricus
Glareanus's publication of the Dodecachordon (Basel, 1547), which expanded
the modal system from eight to twelve modes by formally adding two new
modes and their plagal counterparts:

- Mode 9 — Aeolian (final on A): The natural minor mode
- Mode 10 — Hypoaeolian (plagal Aeolian)

- Mode 11 — lonian (final on C): The major mode

- Mode 12 — Hypoionian (plagal lonian)

Glareanus notably excluded modes on B, considering the diminished fifth above
the final unsuitable for a modal foundation. His treatise contained valuable
analyses of Josquin des Prez and other prominent composers, demonstrating
that the lonian mode was already the most frequently used by composers in his
own fime. The Dodecachordon thus represents a pivotal bridge between
medieval modal practice and the major-minor tonality that would dominate
subsequent Western music.

2.2 Traditional Church Modes — Continued Use

The traditional eight church modes remained foundational to Renaissance
sacred polyphony throughout the 1400-1600 period. Each mode retained its

11
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distinctive intervallic character while being subjected to increasingly flexible
treatment through musica ficta and chromatic alteration.

Dorian Mode:

Remained primary in sacred polyphony, motets, and masses. Its natural minor
quality with raised sixth degree gave it particular expressiveness for liturgical
fexts.

Representative Composers: Palestrina, Orlando di Lasso, Josquin des Prez

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Phrygian Mode:

Less common than the Dorian but still employed for its distinctive half-step
opening, particularly in penitential and contemplative contexts.

Representative Composers: Palestrina, Orlando di Lasso

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

Lydian Mode:

Continued from the Medieval period with its bright, open character from the
augmented fourth. Highly respected for celebratory sacred music.

Representative Composers: Palestrina, Orlando di Lasso, Josquin des Prez

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Mixolydian Mode:

Frequently used alongside the emerging lonian for both sacred and secular
polyphony.
Representative Composers: Palestrina, Orlando di Lasso, Josquin des Prez

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

lonian Mode (Major Scale):

Formally codified by Glareanus in 1547 but already widely used in practice. Rose
from secondary to primary status by the end of the century.

12
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Scale Status — By the end of this period, this mode had risen to primary status —
widely used in practice and codified in theory, though its dominance was
achieved gradually over the century.

Aeolian Mode (Natural Minor):

Similarly codified by Glareanus, becoming increasingly standard as a
foundational scale.

Scale Status — By the end of this period, this mode had risen to primary status —
widely used in practice and codified in theory, though its dominance was
achieved gradually over the century.

2.3 Musica Ficta and Chromatic Alterations

Musica ficta reached its most sophisticated development during the
Renaissance. By this period, the practice had become so routine that many
composers began explicitly notating accidentals, marking a transition toward
modern notation. The primary functions remained causa necessitatis and causa
pulchritudinis, but the scope of chromatic alteration expanded dramatically.

The raising of the seventh degree at cadences became standard practice in all
modes lacking a natural leading tone, creating the dominant-tonic relationship
that would define functional tonality. This systematic alteration fundamentally
undermined modal purity and prepared the ground for the tonal system.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

2.4 Chromatic Scale Usage

The Renaissance produced the most radical experiments in chromaticism
before the late Romantic period.

Nicola Vicentino (1511-1575/76) constructed the archicembalo, a keyboard
instrument with 31 keys per octave, each approximately one-fifth of a tone
apart. His theoretical treatise L'antica musica ridotta alla moderna prattica
(1555) attempted to revive the ancient Greek chromatic and enharmonic
genera and apply them to contemporary composition.

Carlo Gesualdo (1566-1613) represents the apex of Renaissance chromatic
experimentation. His six books of madrigals, particularly Books Five and Six,
contain the most radically chromatic music of the entire Renaissance. In "Moro,
lasso, al mio duolo" (Book Six, 1611), chromatic descent portrays emotional
anguish through extreme harmonic progressions and cross-relations. Some
secondary sources suggest Gesualdo may have had access to a chromatic
keyboard instrument; this claim is incompletely documented in primary sources
and should be treated with caution.

13
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Orlando di Lasso's Prophetiae Sibyllarum (12 motets) employs a wildly chromatic
idiom whose chord progressions were not heard again in Western music until the
20th century.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode evolved from occasional
experimentation foward a secondary but recognized compositional resource —
still unusual but increasingly purposeful.

2.5 Pentatonic Elements

The pentatonic scale influenced folk music traditions coexisting with learned
Renaissance polyphony, but it was not systematically integrated into the
theoretical framework or primary compositional practice of the period.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.

2.6 The Hexachord System — Continued Use and Decline

The hexachord system remained central to music pedagogy and theoretical
thinking throughout the Renaissance, though its practical influence diminished
as composers increasingly worked with chromatic pitches incompatible with
pure hexachordal logic. To accommodate pitches outside the standard gamut,
Renaissance singers invoked "fictive hexachords" fransposed to various degrees.
By the 17th century, hexachordal thinking gradually gave way to the emerging
key system.

Scale Status — In this period, this system remained formally primary — still central
to theory and pedagogy — but was visibly declining as chromatic practice
began to outpace its explanatory framework.

2.7 Key Theorists

Henricus Glareanus (c.1488-1563): Dodecachordon (1547) expanded the
modal system to twelve modes.

Gioseffo Zarlino (1517-15%90): Le Istitutioni Harmoniche (1558) provided a
comprehensive tfreatment of counterpoint, modes, tuning, and chords,
anticipating 17th-18th century harmonic developments.

Nicola Vicentino (1511-1575/76): L'antica musica ridotta alla moderna prattica
pioneered microtonal theory and the 31-tone division of the octave.

2.8 Representative Composers and Works

Josquin des Prez (c.1450-1521): Central figure of Renaissance polyphony. Works
including the Missa Pange Lingua, Ave Maria virgo serena (c. 1485-1502; precise

14
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date debated in current scholarship), and Miserere (1503/04) exemplify
sophisticated modal polyphony with pervasive imitation technique.

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525-1594): With over 600 works including 105
masses and 250+ motets, Palestrina epitomized Counter-Reformation sacred
polyphony. The Missa Papae Marcelli (1567) remains the paradigm of
Renaissance choral balance. He worked almost exclusively within the church
mode framework.

Orlando di Lasso (1532-15%94): Over 2,000 works spanning every genre. His
Magnificat octo tonorum (1575) is a comprehensive exploration of all eight
church modes for four to eight voices.

15
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 2: Renaissance Period
Work: Carlo Gesualdo: Moro, lasso, al mio duolo (Madrigals, Book VI, 1611)

Listen for: The most radically chromatic music written before the 20th
century. Listen for the abrupt lurches between distantly related harmonies
and the cross-relations (notes from conflicting keys colliding simultaneously)
that sound almost atonal 300 years before atonality. Then listen to
Palestrina’s Sicut cervus immediately afterward to hear what normal
Renaissance polyphony sounded like in contrast.

Search YouTube: Gesualdo Moro lasso madrigal

Chapter 3: Baroque Period (1600-1750)

Overview

The Baroque period witnessed the complete transformation from Renaissance
modality to modern tonality. The dual system of major and minor scales,
codified through the theoretical work of Jean-Philippe Romeau and enabled by
the temperament innovations of Andreas Werckmeister, became the
foundational organizational principle of Western music. By 1750, the tonal system
had secured its position as the dominant musical language.

3.1 Major Scale (lonian Mode)

By the Baroque period, the lonian mode—now simply called the major scale—
had achieved unquestioned dominance as the primary tonal framework for
Western composition. The concept of musical keys emerged, allowing the
diatonic scale to be transposed to any pitch level while retaining its intervallic
identity.

Musical Function: Used across all major genres including fugue, opera,
concerto, cantata, oratorio, sonata, and suite. The major scale provided the
tonic center around which functional harmony—tonic, subdominant,
dominant—was organized.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750): The Well-Tempered Clavier (Book |, 1722;
Book II, 1742), containing preludes and fugues in all 24 major and minor keys

- Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741): The Four Seasons—Concerto No. 1 in E major
"Spring" (RV 269) and Concerto No. 3 in F major "Autumn" (RV 293)

- George Frideric Handel (1685-1759): Water Music (1717), Music for the Royall
Fireworks (1749)

16
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Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

3.2 Minor Scales

The Baroque period saw the full codification of three distinct minor scale forms,
each serving different musical functions within the tonal system.

Natural Minor (Aeolian)

The unaltered diatonic minor scale, retaining the lowered sixth and seventh
degrees. Used for melancholic or darker expression, though often combined
with harmonic inflections for stronger cadential progressions.

Representative Works:
- Vivaldi: The Four Seasons—Concerto No. 2 in G minor "Summer" (RV 315)

- Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643): Late madrigals showing transitional modal-to-
tonal usage

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

Harmonic Minor

Developed during the Baroque by raising the seventh scale degree to create a
leading tone, producing the characteristic augmented second between the
sixth and seventh degrees. This scale provided the dominant chord essential to
functional tonality.

Why it sounds this way: The harmonic minor is distinguished by its augmented
second — a gap of three semitones between the sixth and seventh degrees. This
interval is foo wide to sing comfortably as a stepwise melody, which is why
composers rarely use it melodically (hence the need for melodic minor). But as a
harmonic resource, the augmented second creates a distinctive tension and an
exotic, vaguely Eastern quality that has made harmonic minor the signature
scale of flamenco, klezmer, and the operatic aria di bravura alike.

Interval Pattern: W-H-W-W-H-A-H (where A = augmented second, spanning
three semitones)

Musical Function: Essential for establishing the dominant-tonic relationship
fundamental to Baroque harmonic practice. The raised seventh enabled the V-
cadential motion that defines tonal music.

Representative Works:

- Bach: Fantasia and Fugue in G minor, BWV 542, with sophisticated harmonic
minor progressions
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- Vivaldi: The Four Seasons—Concerto No. 4 in F minor "Winter" (RV 297)

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

Melodic Minor

Arose to address the melodic awkwardness of the augmented second in
harmonic minor. When ascending, both the sixth and seventh degrees are
raised; when descending, the natural minor form is restored.

Interval Pattern: Ascending W-H-W-W-W-W-H; Descending W-W-H-W-W-H-W
(natural minor form)

Musical Function: Applied to improve voice leading in minor-key composition,
particularly in instrumental works requiring smooth melodic contours.

Representative Works:

- Bach: The Chaconne from Partita No. 2 for solo violin (BWV 1004) "runs freely up
and down melodic minor"

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

3.3 Chromatic Scale

In Baroque music, chromatic tones functioned as accidental inflections within
the diatonic framework, serving ornamental and expressive purposes.
Chromaticism was increasingly systematically incorporated into diatonic
harmony, though it remained supplementary rather than foundational.

Representative Works:

- Bach: The Well-Tempered Clavier demonstrates chromatic elaboration within
diatonic keys; BWV 542 features "surprising harmonic twists" including chromatic
successions

- Bach: Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue in D minor, BWV 903

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.

3.4 Surviving Modal Inflections

Traces of the old Renaissance modal system persisted into the early Baroque,
particularly in conservative church music. Church composers trained in the
Northern European Renaissance tradition retained modal thinking into the 17th
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century. However, by mid-Baroque (after approximately 1650), modal inflections
had effectively disappeared from mainstream compositional practice.

Representative Composers:

- Monteverdi: Early madrigals (Books 1-4) contain discernible modal patterns;
the fifth book shows "beginnings of conscious functional tonality"

Scale Status — By the midpoint of this period, this system had effectively
vanished from mainstream practice — surviving only as a theoretical memory.

3.5 Pentatonic Scales

The pentatonic scale had no systematic use in Baroque Western art music.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode had no meaningful presence in
Western art music.

3.6 Temperament and the Circle of Fifths

The Baroque period resolved the fundamental tuning problem that had
constrained Renaissance keyboard music.

Meantone Temperament (dominant until ¢.1650): Quarter-comma meantone
maximized pure major thirds but created unusable "wolf intervals" in distant keys,
limiting composers to a restricted harmonic palette.

Well-Temperament: Andreas Werckmeister (1645-1706) published Musikalische
Temperatur (1691), describing tuning systems that distributed the Pythagorean
comma across specific fifths, enabling all 24 major and minor keys to sound
acceptable while each retained its own character. Bach's Well-Tempered
Clavier demonstrated the practical viability of this system.

Circle of Fifths: First diagrammed by Nikolai Diletsky in Grammatika (1677) and
independently by Johann David Heinichen in 1711, the circle of fifths became
the fundamental theoretical tool for understanding Baroque modulation and

harmonic relationships.

3.7 Key Theorists

Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683-1764): His Traité de I'harmonie (1722) initiated a
revolution in music theory by recognizing the interaction of all harmonic
components in creating tonal sensation. He developed the concept of
"fundamental bass" and established the functional harmony principles (tonic-
subdominant-dominant) that dominated Western composition for nearly three
centuries.

Andreas Werckmeister (1645-1706): Developed practical well-temperament
solutions enabling composition in all keys, bridging the limitations of meantone
with the universality of equal tfemperament.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 3: Baroque Period
Work: J.S. Bach: Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue in D minor, BWV 903

Listen for: The Fantasy section cascades through a chromatic harmonic
sequence using contfinuous arpeggios — hear how Baroque chromaticism
always maintains a clear fonal center even as it ventures into remote
territory. Then the architecturally precise Fugue follows: the contrast
illustrates the Baroque ideal of chromatic tension resolved by contrapuntal
order.

Search YouTube: Bach Chromatic Fantasy Fugue BWV 903

Chapter 4: Classical Period (1750-1820)

Overview

The Classical period represents the apex of the major-minor tonal system. With
the theoretical foundations laid by Baroque theorists like Rameau and the
practical keyboard solutions provided by well-temperament, Classical
composers achieved an unprecedented balance of structural clarity, formal
elegance, and emotional expression within the tonal framework. The period is
characterized by the near-absolute dominance of major and minor scales, with
other scale types relegated to the margins.

4.1 Major and Minor Scales

The major and minor scales formed the absolute foundation of Classical music.
The clear, balanced structures of sonata form, rondo, theme-and-variations,
and other Classical forms relied on major and minor tonality to create
architecturally satisfying, emotionally resonant works.

The three forms of the minor scale—natural, harmonic, and melodic—were
employed with full fluency, each serving its specific melodic and harmonic
function within the fonal framework.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791): Symphony No. 40 in G minor, K. 550—
one of only two minor-key symphonies, achieving exceptional emotional
intensity through its harmonic language

- Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827): Symphony No. 3 in E-flat major "Eroica"—
demonstrating the structural expansion of fonal harmony
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- Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809): Numerous symphonies and string quartets
utilizing both major and minor tonalities as architectural foundations

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

4.2 Chromatic Scale

Although diatonic harmony remained the governing framework, Mozart and
Beethoven increasingly employed chromaticism to add harmonic density and
emotional drive. Mozart frequently used secondary dominants to infroduce
chromatic elements and expand harmonic range. Beethoven, particularly in his
later works, explored chromatic mediant relationships and remote modulations
that pointed toward Romantic harmonic practices.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Mozart: Symphony No. 40 in G minor—derives much of its harmonic drive from
constant chromaticism and secondary dominants

- Beethoven: Late piano sonatas and string quartets incorporate remote
modulations to chromatic mediant keys

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

4.3 Modal Survivals

By the Classical period, the church modes had largely disappeared from
mainstream compositional practice. The modal system had evolved into the
modern major-minor key system during the 17th century, and Classical
composers had essentially no use for modal thinking. On the rare occasions
when modes were revoked for special effect, they were treated more strictly
than Renaissance composers had done, to make their modal qualities distinctly
audible against the prevailing tonal system.

Scale Status — In this period, modal survivals were so rare and isolated as to be
almost negligible — present only as historical echoes rather than living
compositional resources.

4.4 Pentatonic Scale

The pentatonic scale had virtually no systematic use in Classical period
composition. One notable exception is Beethoven's String Quartet in F major,
Op. 135, whose finale employs major pentatonic, but such instances are
exceedingly rare.
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Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode was effectively absent — the
rare exceptional instances were so isolated as to carry no historical weight.

4.5 Whole-Tone Scale

The whole-tone scale did not exist as a compositional resource in the Classical
period. It would not emerge until the Romantic period through pioneers like Liszt.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode had no meaningful presence in
Western art music.

4.6 Octatonic/Diminished Scale

Not present in Classical period composition.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode had no meaningful presence in
Western art music.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 4: Classical Period
Work: Mozart: Symphony No. 40 in G minor, K. 550, first movement

Listen for: Hear how much emotional intensity the tonal system can
generate within strict major-minor constraints. The opening theme is
saturated with chromatic inflection — every phrase slightly darkened or
brightened by passing fones — while the underlying harmonic structure
remains rigorously tonal. This is the Classical ideal: maximum expression
within maximum order.

Search YouTube: Mozart Symphony 40 G minor first movement

Chapter 5: Romantic Period (1820-1900)

Overview

The Romantic period dramatically expanded the scalar vocabulary of Western
music. While major and minor scales remained foundational, composers
systematically explored chromaticism, revived historical modes, adopted exofic
non-Western scales, and developed new symmetrical pitch collections. This
period saw the gradual dissolution of strict tonal boundaries and the emergence
of scale types that would become primary resources in the 20th century.

5.1 Major and Minor Scales

The major-minor system remained the structural foundation of Romantic music,
though it was increasingly subjected to chromatic alteration, modal mixture,
and tonal ambiguity. Composers exploited the full emotional range of these
scales while pushing their boundaries.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Richard Wagner (1813-1883): Operas grounded in major-minor tonality but
increasingly destabilized through chromaticism

- Johannes Brahms (1833-1897): Symphonies and chamber works maintain
Classical scale structures with Romantic harmonic expansion

- Franz Liszt (1811-1886): Symphonic poems use major-minor scales as structural
foundations while exploring chromatic alterations

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.
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5.2 Chromatic Scale

The chromatic scale became a primary compositional tool in the Romantic
period, used not merely for ornamental color but for structural harmonic
development. Chromatic saturation created emotional intensity, instability, and
dramatic effect.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Richard Wagner: Tristan und Isolde (1859) epitomizes chromatic harmony; the
famous "Tristan chord" (F-B-D#-G#) represents a decisive move away from
traditional tonal harmony toward atonality

- Franz Liszt: Symphonic poems employ extensive chromaticism to create
harmonic ambiguity

- Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849): Etudes and Nocturnes demonstrate sophisticated
chromatic voice leading within tonal frameworks

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

5.3 Whole-Tone Scale

The "childhood of the whole-tone scale" is attributed to Berlioz and Schubert,
with further development by Russian composers Glinka and Dargomyzhsky.
Franz Liszt pioneered systematic whole-tone experimentation. The six-note scale,
consisting entirely of whole steps, creates a symmetrical, tonally ambiguous
environment without leading tones or dominant function.

Interval Pattern: W-W-W-W-W-W (six equal whole steps; only two transpositions
before the original pitch set repeats)

Representative Composers and Works:

- Franz Liszt: Grande Fantaisie sur La clochette (1831)—among the earliest
systematic uses of whole-tone harmonic language

- Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1881): Experimental whole-tone passages in operatic
works

- Russian composers (Glinka, Borodin): Experimented with whole-tone harmony
within tonal frameworks

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode was beginning to emerge as a
recognized secondary resource — still unusual but with a growing body of
deliberate compositional practice behind it.
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5.4 Hungarian Minor / Gypsy Minor Scale

Also called the "double harmonic minor scale," this scale features two
augmented second intervals (between degrees 3—-4 and 6-7), creating a tense,
exotic sound evocative of Eastern European and Romani musical traditions. It
became closely associated with nationalist Romantic composers.

Interval Pattern: W-H-A-H-H-A-H (two augmented seconds, at scale degrees 3—-4
and 6-7)

Representative Composers and Works:

- Franz Liszt: Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 in C-sharp minor—the most famous
example, utilizing the Gypsy scale extensively to evoke Hungarian character.
Liszt encountered this idiom through his association with Hungarian violinist Ede
Reményiin 1850

- Johannes Brahms: Hungarian Dances (21 pieces; Books 1-2 published 1869,
Books 3—4 published 1880)—drawing from Hungarian folk music traditions
including csardds and verbunkos styles

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

5.5 Pentatonic Scale

The pentatonic scale gained increasing importance in the Romantic period,
particularly through composers influenced by folk fraditions and non-Western
music. While not yet a primary resource, its presence grew steadily toward the
century's end.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Anfonin Dvordk (1841-1904): Symphony No. 9 "From the New World"'—
incorporates pentatonic melodic patterns reflecting both Bohemian and
American folk traditions

- Russian nationalist composers incorporated pentatonic elements reflecting folk
traditions

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
for specific effects rather than as a structural resource.
5.6 Octatonic / Diminished Scale

The octatonic scale (alternating whole and half steps in a symmetrical eight-
note pattern) began to emerge as a deliberate compositional resource in the
19th century, particularly within the Russian nationalist tradition. The earliest
systematic treatment appeared in Edmond de Polignac's unpublished treatise
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(c.1879). In St. Petersburg, the scale became so familiar that it was called the
"Korsakovian scale."

Interval Pattern: H-W-H-W-H-W-H-W (or starting with a whole step: W-H-W-H-W-H-
W-H). Only three distinct tfranspositions exist before the original pitch set repeats
— the property that makes it a mode of limited fransposition in Messiaen's
system.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908): Scheherazade, Op. 35 (1888)—utilizes the
octatonic scale for magical and fantastic character depiction

- Alexander Borodin (1833-1887): Octatonic elements in symphonic works
- Modest Mussorgsky: Innovative octatonic harmonic relationships

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode was beginning to emerge as a
recognized secondary resource — still unusual but with a growing body of
deliberate compositional practice behind it.

5.7 Modal Revival

A conscious revival of the church modes emerged in the late Romantic period
as a reaction against the perceived exhaustion of chromatic functional
harmony. When 19th-century composers revived the modes, they rendered
them more strictly than Renaissance composers had, to make modal qualities
distinctly audible against the prevailing major-minor system. The Solesmes Abbey
plainsong revival and the founding of the Plainsong and Medieval Music Society
(1888) catalyzed renewed scholarly and compositional interest in modality.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924): Developed original modal-inflected harmony,
having trained at the Ecole Niedermeyer where church modes were
emphasized

- Claude Debussy (1862-1918): Early works incorporating modal elements into an
emerging impressionist language

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode was beginning to emerge as a
recognized secondary resource — still unusual but with a growing body of
deliberate compositional practice behind it.

5.8 Exotic Scales (Persian, Arabic, and Other Non-Western)

Scales derived from non-Western musical tfraditions featured characteristic
augmented seconds and other intervals creating exotic, mysterious, or sensual
effects. Their use was driven by the Romantic fascination with Orientalism.
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Representative Composers and Works:

- Rimsky-Korsakov: Scheherazade, Op. 35 (1888)—employs exotic scale elements
to evoke Arabian Nights narratives

- Camille Saint-Saéns (1835-1921): Piano Concerto No. 5 "Egyptian"—
incorporates exofic scales

- Claude Debussy: Estampes (1903)—features Arabic scales and Indonesian folk
melodies

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 5: Romantic Period
Work: Wagner: Prelude to Tristan und Isolde (1865)

Listen for: The famous opening Tristan chord is deliberately ambiguous,
technically unresolved, yearning toward a cadence that never arrives. The
entire Prelude sustains this process of fension extended, delayed, and
deferred. By the end, the listener understands viscerally why composers
after 1865 felt the tonal system had been pushed to its limit — and why
something entirely new had to follow.

Search YouTube: Wagner Tristan Prelude Bernstein

Chapter 6: Impressionist Period (1875-1925)

Overview

The Impressionist period represents a watershed in Western scale history, marking
the first sustained departure from major-minor tonal dominance since the
establishment of the key system in the Baroque era. Impressionist composers, led
by Debussy and Ravel, systematically employed whole-tone scales, pentatonic
collections, octatonic pitch sets, revived church modes, and non-Western scalar
materials to dissolve functional tonality and create the floating, atmospheric
sound-worlds that define the style. The period fundamentally expanded the
scalar vocabulary available to Western composers and opened the door to the
radical pitch innovations of the 20th century.

6.1 Whole-Tone Scale

The whole-tone scale became a defining sonic signature of Impressionism. Ifs six
equally-spaced pitches, each separated by a whole step, create a "blurred,
indistinct effect" with no leading tone, no clear tonal center, and no possibility of
forming perfect intervals other than the octave. Only augmented triads are
possible within the scale.

Why it sounds this way: Because every interval is identical — all whole steps —
the whole-tone scale contains no hierarchical pitch relationships. There is no
leading tone to create tension, no perfect fifth to provide stability, and no half
step to offer a moment of resolution. Every pitch is equally distant from every
other, and the scale can begin or end anywhere without feeling more or less
resolved. The result is music that seems to float without gravitational center:
compelling precisely because it refuses to land.

Musical Function: Used to suspend or dissolve the perception of tonality,
contributing to the dreamlike, floating qualities that characterize Impressionist
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music. The scale's inherent symmetry and lack of tonal hierarchy allowed
composers to move freely within its pitch space without conventional harmonic
obligations.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: "Voiles" (Préludes, Book 1, No. 2, 1909)—almost entirely within
a single whole-tone scale, creating a mysterious, eerie mood. The piece uses
augmented triads exclusively and features symmetrical pitch organization with
dual pitch centers

- Claude Debussy: "Cloches a travers les feuilles" (Images, 2nd series)

- Maurice Ravel (1875-1937): Whole-tone sonorities in orchestral works including
Daphnis et Chloé

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

6.2 Pentatonic Scale

Impressionist composers employed pentatonic pitch collections to evoke non-
Western atmospheres and create fresh sonorities outside the worn pathways of
chromatic tonality. The encounter with Javanese gamelan music at the 1889
Paris Exposition Universelle proved catalytic, particularly for Debussy, whose
mafture style was profoundly shaped by these non-Western scalar materials.

Major Pentatonic Pattern: W-W-mT-W-mT (where mT = minor third, spanning
three semitones); Minor Pentatonic Pattern: mT-W-W-mT-W. Neither pattern
contains a half step, which accounts for the scale’s open, unambiguous
character.

Musical Function: Used to create hazy, atmospheric textures, evoke Asian and
other non-Western cultures, and provide melodic freshness distinct from diatonic
convention.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: "Pagodes" (Estampes, 1903)—the first four bars are based on
a B pentatonic scale (B, C#, D¢, F#, G#), directly adapting gamelan-influenced
sonorities

- Claude Debussy: Prélude a I'apres-midi d'un faune (1894)—employs pentatonic
sonorities within its opening flute melody

- Maurice Ravel: Pentatonic pitch collections in piano works and orchestral
colorations
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Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

6.3 Octatonic / Diminished Scale

The octatonic scale, inherited from the Russian tradition of Rimsky-Korsakov,
provided another alternative to diatonic tonality. Its eight-note alternating
pattern of half and whole steps creates harmonic ambiguity and a quality of
strangeness exploited for coloristic effects.

Why it sounds this way: The octatonic scale contains multiple tritones and two
diminished seventh chords, giving it an inherently unstable, unsettling character.
Because of its internal symmetry — the pattern of alternating half and whole
steps repeats every two notes — the scale seems to spiral without direction,
unable to establish a clear tonal center. This is precisely why it became the
preferred sonic signature for sorcery, supernatural events, and the uncanny in
Russian music, and why Messiaen valued it for depicting the otherworldly in his
theological compositions.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: "Nuages" (Three Nocturnes, 1899)—main melodic and
harmonic ideas based on an octatonic scale

- The Russian octatonic tradition, transmitted through the French connection to
Russian music, influenced both Debussy and Ravel

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

6.4 Church Modes Revival

Impressionist composers revived medieval modal scales as alternatives to the
heavily chromatic Wagnerian language that dominated late Romanticism.
Modal writing offered a cleaner, fresher harmonic palette that complemented
the other non-tonal resources being explored.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: String Quartet in G minor, Op. 10 (1893)—first movement
begins in Phrygian mode

- Claude Debussy: "Danse profane" from Danses (1904)—employs Lydian mode

- Gabriel Fauré: Developed original modal-inflected harmony throughout his
career, having trained at the Ecole Niedermeyer where church modes were
central to the curriculum
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- Erik Satie (1866-1925): Simple melodies reflecting love of old church music, with
harmony often characterized by unresolved chords and modal inflections

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

6.5 Major and Minor Scales

While Impressionists broke away from traditional functional harmony, major and
minor scales remained present as foundational elements. However, they were
no longer the primary organizing principle. Instead, they served as reference
points within a broader scalar palette, often modified through parallel motion,
unresolved chords, and planing techniques that stripped away their functional
implications.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Debussy and Ravel both maintained tonal anchors using major and minor
scales within non-tfraditional harmonic contexts

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

6.6 Chromatic Scale

Chromaticism functioned as both a melodic and harmonic device in
Impressionist music, but not as a primary organizational principle. It appeared for
specific coloristic effects within otherwise modal or whole-tone contexis.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: Prélude a I'apres-midi d'un faune—chromatic passage at
rehearsal number 5, used as ornamental element within the work's
predominantly modal and whole-tone language

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.

6.7 Spanish / Phrygian Scales

The Phrygian mode, with its characteristic half-step between the first and
second degrees, was employed to evoke Spanish atmospheres. The Phrygian
dominant (Phrygian with raised third) was particularly associated with flamenco
and classical Spanish guitar music.
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Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: "La soirée dans Grenade" (Estampes, 1903)—evokes Spanish
sounds

- Maurice Ravel: "Alborada del gracioso” (Miroirs, 1905)—uses Phrygian and
Phrygian dominant

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

6.8 Acoustic Scale / Lydian-Mixolydian

The acoustic scale (also called the overtone scale or Lydian-Mixolydian mode)
combines the raised fourth of Lydian with the lowered seventh of Mixolydian,
approximating the natural harmonic series. It appeared sporadically as a
transitional device between whole-tone and diatonic worlds.

Interval Pattern: W-W-W-H-W-H-W (Lydian’s raised fourth combined with
Mixolydian’s lowered seventh). The scale approximates the natural harmonic
series: the pitches 8 through 14 of the overtone series, when normalized to a
single octave, produce this pattern.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Claude Debussy: "L'isle joyeuse" (1904)—uses A Lydian in contrast to the F
Lydian favored by earlier composers

The acoustic scale is of particular theoretical interest because it connects
compositional practice to acoustic physics: the pitches of the scale closely
approximate the 8th through 14th harmonics of the natural harmonic series, the
overtones that any vibrating string or column of air naturally produces. Debussy,
who was fascinated by the physics of sound, found in this scale a bridge
between the abstract world of pitch organization and the physical reality of
resonance — an instrument sounding its fundamental note already contains the
acoustic scale within its natural vibrations.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter é: Impressionist Period
Work: Debussy: Voiles (Préludes, Book 1, No. 2, 1909)

Listen for: Three minutes of pure whole-tone scale, sustained throughout.
Listen for the complete absence of leading tones and the resulting sense of
weightless suspension. Near the two-minute mark the music briefly shifts to a
pentatonic scale before returning — a moment showing how consciously
Debussy chose his scalar materials. The two scales sound completely
different despite both being built from equal intervals.

Search YouTube: Debussy Voiles Preludes Book 1

Chapter 7: Neo-Classical Period (1900-1950)

Overview

The Neo-Classical period represents a conscious reaction against both the
excesses of late Romanticism and the atmospheric dissolution of Impressionism.
Composers sought clarity, order, balance, and formal economy while absorbing
the expanded scalar vocabulary developed over the preceding century. The
result was a synthesis in which traditional diatonic scales, church modes, and
folk-derived materials coexisted with modern resources such as the octatonic
scale, Messiaen's synthetic modes, and chromatic harmony within tonal
frameworks. The period marks the most diverse scalar palette in Western music
history to that point.

A note on chronology: this chapter covers the Neo-Classical period as 1900-
1950, which overlaps with the preceding Impressionist chapter (1875-1925) by
twenty-five years. Both chapters use aesthetic rather than strictly chronological
criteria to categorize composers and works. Debussy and Stravinsky were
contemporaries; Ravel and Bartok overlapped. The organizing principle is not
when a composer lived but what they were trying to do with scales:
Impressionists dissolved tonal boundaries, Neo-Classicists rebuilt them. A single
composer — Ravel is the clearest example — could move between both
orientations across a career.

7.1 Diatonic Scales (Major and Minor)

Traditional major and minor scales returned to prominence as Neo-Classical
composers revived classical forms—sonata, rondo, concerto grosso,
passacaglia—while modernizing them through dissonance, metric complexity,
and contrapuntal sophistication.
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Musical Function: Provided the structural clarity and formal coherence that
characterized the Neo-Classical aesthetic. Composers used diatonic harmony
as a deliberate counterpoint to the chromatic saturation of late Romanticism
and the tonal ambiguity of Impressionism.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971): Pulcinella (1920)—based on themes attributed to
Pergolesi, retaining much of the original Barogque style while adding modern
harmonies and rhythms

- Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958): Works emphasizing diatonic and melodic
clarity, often beginning diatonically, becoming chromatic, and returning to the
opening material

- Paul Hindemith (1895-1963): Mathis der Maler (1938)—tonal framework
anchored by foundational tones

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

7.2 Church Modes

Medieval modes were revived not merely for coloristic effect (as in
Impressionism) but as systematic structural organizational principles. Church
modes were integrated with folk music traditions and combined with diatonic
harmonic frameworks, creating a modal-tonal synthesis distinct from both
medieval modality and Romantic tonality.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Ralph Vaughan Williams: Mass in G minor (1922)—diatonic framework with
modal harmony inspired by English Renaissance music and Debussy

- Ralph Vaughan Williams: Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis (1210)—modal
string writing evoking English Tudor polyphony

- Béla Bartdk (1881-1945): Combined church modes with folk materials on
various pitch levels; superposed Lydian and Phrygian modes with the same final
tone

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

7.3 Octatonic Scale

The octatonic scale achieved its most systematic use in the Neo-Classical
period, particularly through Stravinsky's Russian inheritance and Messiaen's
integration of it as Mode 2 in his system of modes of limited transposition.
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Musical Function: Used for both harmonic and melodic construction, not merely
coloristic effect. Provided a framework for creating harmonic tension and
ambiguity within otherwise tonal contexts.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Igor Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring (1913), Petrushka (1911)—Russian period
octatonic usage; Symphony of Psalms (1930), Octet (1923)—Neo-Classical
period octatonic passages

- Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992): Octatonic scale as Mode 2 of his seven modes of
limited transposition; "La Colombe" (Préludes, 1929)—merges E major tonality
with octatonic mode

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

7.4 Pentatonic Scale

The pentatonic scale was integrated with Neo-Classical forms and structures
more systematically than in the Impressionist period, particularly through Bartdk's
ethnomusicological folk research.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Béla Bartdk: Allegro Barbaro (1911), Fourteen Bagatelles (1908), Two Romanian
Dances (1909-10)—folk-derived pentatonic scales, fourth intervals, and folk
dance rhythms

- Barték: Discovered that old Magyar folk melodies were based on pentatonic
scales similar to Asian traditions

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

7.5 Chromatic Scale

Neo-Classical composers used all 12 chromatic pitches within strongly defined
tonal contexts, creating a synthesis of chromatic completeness and tonal
stability.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Paul Hindemith: Mathis der Maler—heavily contrapuntal, chromatically
inflected style; harmonies freely use all 12 notes within a tonal framework. His
three-volume The Craft of Musical Composition ranks all intervals from most
consonant to most dissonant

- Stravinsky: Chromatic elements within diatonic and octatonic frameworks
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Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode played a meaningful supporting
role — present and purposeful, but subordinate to the dominant structural
resources.

7.6 Whole-Tone Scale

While whole-tone sonorities appeared in tfransitional and early Neo-Classical
works, the scale's association with Impressionist dissolution made it less attractive
to composers seeking structural clarity. Stravinsky's early works (e.g., Scherzo
Fantastique, 1908) use whole-tone scales, but his mature Neo-Classical style
largely abandons them.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.

7.7 Messiaen's Modes of Limited Transposition

Olivier Messiaen developed seven synthetic scales published in La fechnique de
mon langage musical (1944). These modes possess internal symmetry that limits
the number of possible transpositions before the original pitch collection is
replicated. Messiaen described the charm of these modes as residing in their
"impossibilities"—the fact that no single note can be perceived as a tonic.

Musical Function: Primarily harmonic and coloristic rather than melodic. Modes
were almost always presented chordally to exploit their partficular sonic
colorations.

Representative Composers and Works:

- Olivier Messiaen: Comprehensive use throughout his career as a primary
compositional resource

- Mode 2 (the octatonic scale) became particularly influential on subsequent
composers

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode held primary status — a
structural foundation of the period’s compositional language (Primary (within
Messiaen's oeuvre and his sphere of influence)).

7.8 Folk-Derived Scales

Barték approached folk music as a systematic ethnomusicologist, collecting
thousands of melodies from Hungarian, Romanian, Slovak, and other Central
European fraditions. He fransformed these materials by combining folk scales—
often pentatonic and modal—with classical forms and modernist harmonic
language.
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Representative Composers and Works:

- Béla Bartdk: Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta (1936)—integrates folk-
derived scales within a modernist chromatic framework

- Béla Bartdk: Mikrokosmos (1926-39)—six volumes of progressive piano pieces
systematically exploring folk scales, modes, and modern harmonic techniques

- Zoltan Koddly (1882-1967): Used folk materials within classical genres,
complementing Bartok's approach

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode served as a primary structural
foundation — not a coloristic option but the framework within which composers
worked.

7.9 Acoustic Scale / Lydian-Mixolydian

The acoustic scale appeared as a harmonic resource in Neo-Classical works,
though it was less systematically employed than the octatonic or folk-derived
scales.

Barték used the acoustic scale as a tonal center in several works, treating it not
merely as a coloristic effect but as a structural framework capable of organizing
entire movements. His use of it demonstrates one of the Neo-Classical period’s
characteristic achievements: taking a scale that the Impressionists had used
impressionistically and integrating it intfo architecturally rigorous forms. In Bartok’s
hands, the acoustic scale sounds both ancient — rooted in the physics of sound
itself — and unmistakably modern.

Scale Status — In this period, this scale or mode appeared only occasionally —
a sporadic, unsystematic presence rather than a deliberate compositional
resource.
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o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 7: Neo-Classical Period

Work: Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring (1913), opening bassoon solo and
“Dance of the Adolescents”

Listen for: The opening bassoon solo uses a Lithuanian folk melody in a range
so extreme (the top of the bassoon’s register) that the instrument sounds like
nothing in the Western orchestral tradition. Then comes the “Dance of the
Adolescents”: an ostinato built on an octatonic pitch collection, with
iregular, brutal rhythmic accents. To hear how far Western scalar
vocabulary had expanded from the medieval modes of Chapter 1, this is
the single most vivid illustration in the repertoire.

Search YouTube: Stravinsky Rite of Spring Gergiev full

o LISTEN FOR YOURSELF — Chapter 7: Neo-Classical Period

Work: Stravinsky: The Rite of Spring (1913), opening bassoon solo and 'Dance
of the Adolescents’

Listen for: The opening bassoon solo uses a Lithuanian folk melody in a
register so extreme the instrument sounds like nothing in the Western
orchestral tradition. The Dance of the Adolescents that follows is built on an
octatonic pitch collection with brutal, irregular rhythmic accents. To hear
how far Western scalar vocabulary had expanded from the medieval
modes of Chapter 1, this is the single most vivid illustration in the entire
repertoire.

Search YouTube: Stravinsky Rite of Spring Gergiev

Chapter 8: Cross-Period Analysis

8.1 Scales with the Greatest Continuity and Longevity

The scales that appeared across the most periods demonstrate the deep
structural continuity underlying Western music's surface transformations.

Major Scale (lonian Mode): Present in all seven periods surveyed, though its
status evolved from Absent in the Medieval period (where it existed in practice
but was not theoretically codified), to Primary in the Renaissance through the
Neo-Classical. No other scale can claim such comprehensive presence across
Western music history.

Church Modes (Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian): The four authentic modes
represent the longest continuous fradition in Western scale usage, serving as the
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foundational pitch system from the Medieval period (Primary) through the
Renaissance (Primary), declining through the Baroque and Classical periods
(Absent), then reviving in the Romantic (Secondary), Impressionist (Secondary),
and Neo-Classical (Primary) periods—a remarkable arc of decline and renewal
spanning over a millennium.

Chromatic Scale: Present in all seven periods, evolving from an accidental
alteration practice (musica ficta) in the Medieval and Renaissance periods,
through occasional ornamental use in the Baroque and Classical, to Primary
status in the Romantic period and continued significant presence in the
Impressionist and Neo-Classical periods.

8.2 Scales Infroduced in Each Period

Medieval (500-1400): The eight church modes (Dorian, Hypodorian, Phrygian,
Hypophrygian, Lydian, Hypolydian, Mixolydian, Hypomixolydian); the hexachord
system; musica ficta (chromatic alterations).

Renaissance (1400-1600): Aeolion mode (natural minor) and lonian mode
(major scale), formally codified by Glareanus in 1547; systematic chromaticism
(Vicentino, Gesualdo).

Baroque (1600-1750): Harmonic minor and melodic minor scales as distinct
theoretical entities; the full key system with circle of fifths.

Classical (1750-1820): No new scales introduced; the period represents the
consolidation of the Baroque tonal system.

Romantic (1820-1900): Whole-tone scale (early appearances);
Hungarian/Gypsy minor scale; octatonic/diminished scale; systematic exotic
scale usage.

Impressionist (1875-1925). Gamelan-influenced scales; acoustic scale/Lydian-
Mixolydian as a deliberate compositional resource.

Neo-Classical (1900-1950): Messiaen's modes of limited fransposition;
systematically collected folk-derived scales as compositional foundations.

8.3 Scales That Declined or Disappeared

Church Modes (original eight): After dominating the Medieval and Renaissance
periods as the primary pitch system, the church modes effectively disappeared
during the Baroque and Classical periods, supplanted by major-minor tonality.
Their revival in the Romantic, Impressionist, and Neo-Classical periods
represented a conscious archaism rather than a return to pre-tonal practice.

Hexachord System: Cenftral to Medieval and Renaissance pedagogy and
theory, the hexachord system declined during the Baroque as functional tonality
replaced solmization-based pitch thinking. It has never been revived as a
practical musical resource.
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Plagal Modes: The four plagal modes (Hypodorian, Hypophrygian, Hypolydian,
Hypomixolydian), which had been Secondary in the Medieval and Renaissance
periods, disappeared entirely after the transition to tonal music and were not
revived in the modal revivals of later periods.

8.4 From Modal to Tonal to Post-Tonal: A Narrative Summary

The history of Western scales tfraces a grand arc from modal monophony
through tonal harmony to the post-tonal pluralism of the early 20th century.

The Modal Era (500-1600) was characterized by a system of eight (later twelve)
diatonic modes, each defined by its final, ambitus, and characteristic intervallic
patterns. Pitch organization was fundamentally melodic rather than harmonic:
the modes governed horizontal voice leading rather than vertical chord
progressions. The modal system was remarkably stable, persisting with relatively
minor modifications for over a millennium. Its decline was gradual, driven by the
increasing importance of musica ficta, the standardization of the leading tone
at cadences, and the shift from linear to vertical thinking that accompanied the
development of polyphony.

The Tonal Era (1600-1900) reduced the rich multiplicity of modes to two
fundamental scale types—major and minor—organized through the principles of
functional harmony. This enormous simplification was compensated by the
development of modulation, the circle of fifths, and chromatic harmony, which
provided compositional resources of unprecedented flexibility and expressive
range. The tonal system reached its apex in the Classical period and began to
dissolve under the pressure of Romantic chromaticism, particularly in the works
of Wagner and Liszt, where the constant postponement of tonal resolution
effectively suspended the listener's sense of key.

The Post-Tonal Era (1875-1950) witnessed the proliferation of scale types as
composers sought alternatives to the exhausted chromatic-tonal language.
Impressionists turned to whole-tone, pentatonic, octatonic, and modal scales to
create new sonic environments outside functional harmony. Neo-Classical
composers achieved a synthesis, combining diatonic tonality with modal, folk-
derived, and synthetic scales within classical formal structures. By 1950, the
Western composer's scalar vocabulary had expanded from the two scales of
Classical tonality to a palette of over a dozen distinct scale types, each carrying
its own harmonic implications and expressive associations.

This evolution reflects a deeper pattern: Western music's relationship with scales
has alternated between periods of consolidation (Medieval modality, Classical
tonality) and periods of expansion (Renaissance chromaticism, Romantic-
Impressionist scale proliferation). Each consolidation established a "common
practice" that was gradually enriched, challenged, and ultimately superseded
by new scalar resources.
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8.5 The Push-Pull Pattern: Chromatic Expansion and Diatonic
Consolidation

The most revealing pattern in fifteen centuries of Western scale history is not the
introduction of new scales but the rhythm with which that infroduction occurs.
Western music does not progress in a straight line from modal simplicity to
chromatic complexity. It oscillates. Every period of radical scalar expansion is
followed by a period of consolidation that reclaims structural clarity and tonal
stability. Understanding this oscillation is the key to understanding why Western
music sounds the way it does at any given historical moment.

The first great consolidation was the medieval modal system itself. The eight
church modes were not a primitive starting point but a mature, stable
achievement — a carefully organized set of pitch frameworks developed over
centuries of liturgical practice. Their stability lasted for nearly a millennium
precisely because they were well-suited to the music they needed to support:
monophonic chant, which required melodic clarity and cadential predictability
above all else.

The Renaissance introduced the first major chromatic expansion. Musica ficta,
the systematic alteration of pitches outside the modal framework, gradually
destabilized the modal system from within. Composers like Vicentino and
Gesualdo pushed chromaticism to its logical extreme, producing music of such
harmonic strangeness that it would not be matched until the late Romantic
period. The response was the Baroque consolidation: the reduction of the modal
multiplicity to just two scales (major and minor), organized by the newly
formalized principles of functional harmony. The theoretical work of Raomeau
and the practical work of Bach's Well-Tempered Clavier achieved something
remarkable — they made chromaticism safe by domesticating it within a key
system that could absorb accidentals without losing its structural center.

The Romantic expansion followed inevitably. Once composers had mastered
the tonal system, they began dismantling it. Wagner's Tristan und Isolde (1865) is
the clearest single monument to this process: a work that uses the entire
chromatic scale as its raw material while maintaining the forms and gestures of
tonal music, creating an experience of suspended resolution that lasts for hours.
By 1900, the tonal system was under genuine structural stress. The Neo-Classical
consolidation — Stravinsky's return to Baroque forms, Hindemith's systematic
theory of tonal hierarchy, Bartok's fusion of folk modality with classical structure
— was not aretreat from the chromatic discoveries of the Romantic period but
a renegotiation: absorbing those discoveries while re-establishing enough
structural clarity o make large-scale form possible again.

This pattern of expansion and consolidation is not accidental. It reflects a deep
tension at the heart of Western musical aesthetics between the desire for
expressive richness (which drives toward chromaticism and scalar plurality) and
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the desire for structural coherence (which drives tfoward consolidation and tonal
organization). Each consolidation imposes order on the discoveries of the
previous expansion; each expansion explores the territory that the previous
consolidation’s order made available. The history of Western scales is not a story
of progress from simple to complex but of a recurring negotiation between
freedom and structure — a negotiation that has never, in fifteen centuries, been
finally resolved.

Chapter 9: Summary Findings and Scale Frequency Master
Table

9.1 Scale Frequency Master Table

How to read this table: each cell is color-coded by the scale's role in that period
— read the color, not the word, for the fastest scan. The color legend below
defines each level. Column abbreviations: Med = Medieval * Ren = Renaissance
e Bar = Baroque ¢ Cla = Classical ® Rom = Romantic ¢ Imp = Impressionist ¢ Neo
= Neo-Classical. Active = number of periods at Primary or Secondary status.
Rank = overall frequency ranking (1 = most used across all seven periods).

* Chromatic Scale Medieval status reflects musica ficta alteration practice, not
the chromatic scale as a formal pitch system. T Major Scale (lonian) Medieval
status is Occasional (uncodified): present in practice but not theoretically
recognized in this period.
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Note: "Periods Active" counts periods where the scale was Primary or Secondary.
* Chromatic Scale Medieval status reflects musica ficta alteration practice; the
chromatic scale as a formal pitch system was not theoretically recognized in this
period. T Major Scale (lonian) Medieval status corrected to Occasional
(uncodified): the scale was present in practice but lacked theoretical
codification.

9.2 Summary Findings

The single most used scale across Western classical music history is the Major
Scale (lonian mode). Active as Primary or Secondary in six of the seven periods
surveyed (absent only from the Medieval period as a formally codified scale,
though present in practice), the major scale has been the most consistently
employed pitch collection in Western music since its theoretical codification in
1547. Its dominance during the Baroque, Classical, Romantic, and Neo-Classical
periods—the four centuries that constitute the heart of the Western art music
tradition—makes it the undisputed foundational scale of Western musical
civilization.

The single least used scale that appeared in at least one period is the
Hungarian/Gypsy Minor scale, which achieved Secondary status only during the
Romantic period, primarily through the nationalist works of Liszt and Brahms.
Messiaen's Modes of Limited Transposition and Folk-Derived Scales are similarly
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restricted to a single period, but within that period (Neo-Classical) they
achieved Primary status.

Notable surprises and counterintuitive findings:

First, the church modes (Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian) demonstrate a
remarkable U-shaped trajectory across Western music history—Primary in the
Medieval and Renaissance periods, effectively Absent during the Baroque and
Classical eras, then returning to Secondary and eventually Primary status in the
Romantic through Neo-Classical periods. This pattern of disappearance and
revival is unique among Western scales and reflects the cyclical nature of
musical aesthetics.

Second, the chromatic scale's journey from a practice that Medieval theorists
considered transgressive (musica ficta, or "false music") to a Primary
compositional resource in the Romantic period illustrates how Western music's
relationship with chromaticism has been one of gradually expanding
acceptance over more than eight centuries.

Third, the Impressionist period stands out as the only era in which the major and
minor scales were demoted from Primary to Secondary status—a position of
structural importance they had held continuously since the Baroque. This makes
Impressionism the most radical disruption to Western tonal practice in the
surveyed timespan, even more so than the Medieval-to-Renaissance fransition.

Fourth, the Neo-Classical period emerges as the most scalarly diverse era in
Western music history, with eight distinct scale types achieving Primary or
Secondary status simultaneously. This represents a fourfold increase from the
Classical period, which used essentially two scale types (major and minor) with
chromatic supplementation.
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Scale / Mode
Name

Medieval

Renaissance

Baroque

Classical Romantic

Impressionist

Scales of Western Music

Neo-
Classical

Frequency
Rating

Major Scale
(lonian)

Dorian Mode

Phrygian
Mode

Lydian Mode

Mixolydian
Mode

Chromatic
Scale

Natural Minor
(Aeolian)

Harmonic
Minor

Melodic Minor

Pentatonic
Scale

Octatonic /
Diminished

Whole-Tone
Scale

Absent
Primary
Primary
Primary

Primary

Secondary

Absent

Absent

Absent

Occasional

Absent

Absent

Primary
Primary
Secondary
Primary

Primary

Secondary

Primary

Absent

Absent

Occasional

Absent

Absent

Primary
Absent
Absent
Absent

Absent

Occasional

Secondary

Primary
Secondary

Absent

Absent

Absent

Primary Primary
Absent Secondary
Absent Secondary
Absent Secondary
Absent Secondary
Secondary Primary
Primary Primary
Primary Primary
Primary Primary
Absent Occasional
Absent Secondary
Absent Secondary
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Secondary
Secondary
Secondary
Secondary

Secondary

Occasional

Secondary

Secondary
Secondary

Primary

Secondary

Primary

Primary
Primary
Primary
Primary

Primary

Secondary

Primary

Primary
Primary

Primary

Primary

Occasional

10

11

12



Hungarian /
Gypsy Minor

Musica Ficta

Hexachord
System

Modes of
Limited
Transposifion

Acoustic Scale

Exotic Scales
(Persian,
Arabic)

Folk-Derived
Scales

Gamelan-
Influenced
Scales

Absent
Primary

Primary

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent
Primary

Primary

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent
Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

49

Secondary
Absent

Absent

Absent

Absent

Occasional

Absent

Absent

Absent
Absent

Absent

Absent

Occasional

Secondary

Absent

Primary
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Occasional
Absent

Absent

Primary

Occasional

Absent

Primary

Absent

13

14

14

16

17

18

18

18
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Rank Scale / Mode Name

1

10

11

12

13

Maijor Scale (lonian)

Dorian Mode

Phrygian Mode

Lydian Mode

Mixolydian Mode

Chromatic Scale

Natfural Minor
(Aeolian)

Harmonic Minor

Melodic Minor

Pentatonic Scale
Octatonic /
Diminished

Whole-Tone Scale

Hungarian / Gypsy
Minor

Total
Periods
Used
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First

Last

Appearance | Appearance

Renaissance

Medieval

Medieval

Medieval

Medieval

Medieval

Renaissance

Baroque

Baroque

Medieval
(Occasional)

Romantic
Romantic

Romantic

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Neo-
Classical

Impressionist

Romantic



14
14

16

17

18

18

18

Musica Ficta
Hexachord System

Modes of Limited
Transposition

Acoustic Scale
Exotic Scales
(Persian, Arabic)

Folk-Derived Scales

Gamelan-Influenced
Scales
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Medieval
Medieval

Neo-
Classical

Romantic

Neo-
Classical

Impressionist

Renaissance
Renaissance

Neo-
Classical

Impressionist

Neo-
Classical

Impressionist
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Summary Findings

The Major Scale (lonian mode) emerges as the most frequently used scale
across Western music history, appearing in six distinct historical periods with
primary or secondary status. This dominance reflects its role as the foundational
tonal framework following the Baroque period's establishment of major-minor
tfonality.

The Chromatic Scale and Natural Minor (Aeolian) mode tie for second place in
frequency, each appearing in six periods. The Chromatic Scale's presence
reflects its increasing importance in Romantic harmony, while the Natural Minor
exemplifies the minor tonality system's enduring role in Western composition.

Notably, several scales show dramatic rises in frequency across historical
periods. The Whole-Tone Scale appears exclusively in Romantic and
Impressionist periods, representing a late 19th-century innovation. The
Pentatonic Scale and Octatonic/Diminished Scale similarly emerge as significant
resources only in the late Romantic and Impressionist periods, marking these eras
as periods of scalar experimentation.

The decline of certain scales is equally striking. Medieval pedagogical
frameworks—Musica Ficta and the Hexachord System—disappear entirely after
the Renaissance, representing fundamental shifts in music theory and practice.
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NOTES:
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